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The aim of this article is to explore the power dynamics of the child-adult relationship in Maurice 
Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are through the deployment of Clementine Beauvais’s 
reconceptualisation of the notion of power as the cornerstone of aetonormativity-centred criticism of 
children’s literature. It is argued that the examination of the complex relationship between the child and 
the adult character in the text, as well as the child reader and the adult author in a theoretical framework, 
which provides the space for the renegotiation of the notion of power and its properties, effectively serves 
a twofold purpose: it delineates the complications in the representation of childhood subjectivity in the 
picture book, and, simultaneously, illuminates the theoretical issue to which Beauvais The Mighty Child 
refers as “the inherent problem of adult ‘power’ in children’s literature” (4).  
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aurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are exemplifies the writer/illustrator’s 
response to the problematic of the depiction of childhood and the child’s 
transition to adulthood. Clementine Beauvais’s reconceptualisation of the 
notion of power which lies at the centre of aetonormativity in children’s literature provides new 
insight into the fundamental issue of the representation of childhood subjectivity in the picture 
book and addresses the problem of the “powerful didactic adult authority” (Beauvais, The Mighty 
Child 2). This article argues that the analysis of Where the Wild Things Are through the lens of 
Beauvais’s theoretical approach to the notion of power in children’s literature elucidates the 
contradictory forces shaping the identity of the child and points towards the construction of a 
concept of childhood inclusive of conflicting characteristics. 
Children’s books in the U.S. of the 1960s are the product of the social instability and 
cultural turbulence of the period.  According to John McElroy, World War II set the stage for the 
emergence of a new historical, social, and cultural reality in America directly related to the 
country’s conflicting identity as a global superpower, on the one hand promoting the ideals of 
freedom and world peace, while, on the other hand engaging in the Cold War (3). Daniel Burt 
draws attention to American writers of the period whose work reflected the escalating social 
tensions and contributed to the domination of diversity in literary expression of the second half 
of the twentieth century (4). During the 1950s and the 1960s, the modern civil rights movement 
thrived and gradually expanded its scope beyond the issue of the discrimination of black people 
to include other groups claiming their right to freely share and use public space (Opdycke 14). 
As Mark Carnes insightfully remarks, politics was no longer considered a separate intellectual 
field irrelevant to other areas such as religion and economics. The personal became the political, 
in the sense that the distinction between politics and social and cultural issues ranging from the 
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expression of sexual orientation to ethnic and racial pluralism ceased to exist, thus empowering 
the significance of individual subjectivity and diversion (Carnes 5).  
In response to the unstable context of his time encouraging the emergence of 
contradictory perspectives on the question of identity, Maurice Sendak, a writer and illustrator of 
children’s books, created his iconic picture book Where the Wild Things Are, in which he 
explores contemporary mainstream notions of childhood subjectivity, and underlines the 
centrality of the child-adult relationship in the construction of the concepts related to the identity 
of the child. The publication of Where the Wild Things Are in 1963 caused great controversy and 
raised adults’ concern (Beckett 212); the book dealt with difficult issues in relation to the 
experience of childhood, such as frustration, anger, and disobedience, which, according to John 
Cech’s insightful commentary, were considered taboo issues for children’s literature (7). Max, 
Sendak’s unruly child protagonist, mocks the “conservative genre that reinforces the status quo” 
to assure that children are safe, unconditionally loved and, most importantly, benevolent and 
kind (Trites, “Hope, Despair, and Reform” 13); he ventures into all kinds of mischief, receives 
the harsh punishment of being sent to his room without supper, and finds a way out of the 
unpleasant consequences of acting against the control of adults by embarking on a journey to the 
imaginary land of the Wild Things. The fictional child’s challenge of parental rule has an 
immediate effect on the representation of the character of the mother, whose physical absence 
throughout the story raises a number of questions regarding the power balance between the adult 




Power, Maria Nikolajeva contends, is an inherent feature in children’s literature (Power, 
Voice and Subjectivity 7). Perry Nodelman acknowledges the centrality of the power struggle 
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between the child and the adult in children’s texts and claims that children’s literature “works to 
colonise children by persuading them that they are as innocent and in need of adult control as 
adults would like them to believe” (163). In agreement with Nodelman, Karin Lesnik-Oberstein 
argues that social hierarchies privilege the adult, who dominates over the child by silencing or 
constructing the child’s voice (87). On the other hand, David Rudd views the child as 
simultaneously the “constructed” and the “constructive” subject who learns from the adult, but 
gradually builds an independent voice (1-22). Nikolajeva’s position in the debate about the 
power balance within children’s literature asserts the adult’s control on the fictional child as well 
as the child reader; fiction written by adults for children temporarily empowers the latter through 
the deployment of fantasy and imagination in the representation of the child character as “strong, 
brave, rich, powerful and independent” but only for a limited amount of time (Power, Voice and 
Subjectivity 10). In search of the analytical tools for the formation of a critical theory specific to 
children’s literature, Nikolajeva employs the umbrella term “heterology” to refer to issues of 
power imbalance and inequality reflecting stereotypical perceptions of differences in racial, 
gender, and age traits. Nikolajeva combines the terms “age” and “normativity” to create the 
concept of aetonormativity, namely “adult normativity that governs the way children’s literature 
has been patterned from its emergence until the present day” (“Theory” 16). The development of 
the notion of aetonormativity asserts the need to think in terms of age-based norms and introduce 
in children’s literature criticism “an awareness of age as a form of otherness” (Trites, Twenty-
First-Century Feminisms 32). 
Where the Wild Things Are features among a variety of children’s books, ranging from 
Beatrix Potter’s classic The Tale of Peter Rabbit to the more recent Harry Potter series of 
fantasy novels by J. K. Rowling, which have been analysed in the context of the theoretical 
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framework of Maria Nikolajeva’s aetonormativity in order for the complex and constantly 
shifting power structures at work in the verbal and the visual text to be illuminated. If read 
through the aetonormative perspective, the motif of the child character’s magical transportation 
to a land of fantasy, the land of the Wild Things, temporarily empowers young Max, but in the 
end, he is “inevitably brought back into dependency upon the adults” (Nikolajeva, Power, Voice 
and Subjectivity 43). Max’s rebellion against parental rule, symbolically represented by his 
imaginary transition to the fantastical land of the Wild Things, can only be interpreted as a 
temporary victory of the child’s power of imagination since, according to Nikolajeva, “the adult 
norm is always restored” (“Theory” 17).  Max is viewed as “powerless” from the beginning of 
the story threatening to eat up his mother for calling him “WILD THING!” only to be 
condemned to starvation for his improper behaviour. Max’s ensuing escape to the Wild Land 
culminating in his coronation as king of the wild rumpus comes to its finite end with the return to 
domestic reality, and, thus, to the child’s subordination to the rules set by the adult whose 
superiority is confirmed.1   
In terms of the “aetonormative” effect on the adult author-child reader relationship, 
Nikolajeva is adamant, as she claims that “nowhere else are power structures as visible as in 
children’s literature, the refined instrument used for centuries to educate, socialise and oppress a 
particular social group” (“Theory” 16). In this light, the text functions as the reflection, or even 
the reinforcement of the dominant cultural ethos of the adult society, leaving the child reader 
helpless under the influence of the manipulating adult author. As Amanda Jones demonstrates in 
her deployment of Nikolajeva’s theory of aetonormativity towards the interpretation of the child-
adult relations in wartime adventure novels, “the adult writer is in an extraordinary position,” 
                                                                  
1 In her book Power, Voice and Subjectivity, Maria Nikolajeva makes an extensive analysis of the power relation 
between the child and the adult in Where the Wild Things Are and correlates the wild rumpus scene to Bakhtin’s 
theory of the carnival and the transience of the empowerment of the weak in its context. 
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which firmly establishes the relationship to the child reader as “one of fundamental inequality” 
(44). Furthermore, Michael Reed’s contribution to this debate about the issue of child versus 
adult power in children’s literature is in accordance with both Nikolajeva’s and Jones’s 
perspective; in his analysis of Where the Wild Things Are as part of Sendak’s trilogy of picture 
books,2 Reed argues that children experience the world from a “disadvantaged point of view” 
because adults make all the decisions on their behalf on the false belief that children are, thus, 
protected, thereby remaining innocent and safe (18). Max’s return to his bedroom at the end of 
the story with his mother’s hot meal ready for him on the table can indeed be regarded as the 
symbolic reconciliation between child and parent and the visible proof of the child’s 
understanding and acceptance of the demands adult society places upon them as part of the 
process of growing up and becoming an adult themselves. From the aetonormative perspective, 
the child reader is guided towards conforming to adult authority in the same manner that Max 
complies with the rules and limitations of the adult world. It seems that Sendak’s answer to the 
fundamental question of “how do children survive?,” which he so frequently discussed in his 
various interviews and even at his Caldecott Medal Acceptance Speech for Where the Wild 
Things Are,3 is also the answer to Nikolajeva’s question “what happens if literary texts substitute 
child normativity for adult normativity?” (Power, Voice and Subjectivity 9); as the child grows 
and becomes more mature, the inherent wildness of childhood normativity is tamed and 
transformed into a source of resilience providing the child with “the strength to soldier on” 
(Gottlieb 847). 
 
                                                                  
2 The trilogy consists of Where the Wild Things Are (1963), In the Night Kitchen (1970) and Outside Over There 
(1981). 
3 Maurice Sendak was awarded the Caldecott Medal for his picture book Where the Wild Things Are in 1964. During 
his speech he extensively discussed his personal perception of childhood and its agonies and explained that finding 
answers to the question of how children survive is a significant motive in his artistic work. 
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Aetonormativity under Scrutiny 
 
In her 2013 article “The Problem of ‘Power’” Clementine Beauvais literally dissects the 
concept of power, which essentially lies at the core of Nikolajeva’s theory of aetonormativity, 
into two diverse forms of power, authority and might, and connects each aspect of the now 
nuanced concept of power to the adult and the child respectively (74). Inspired by Max Weber’s 
distinction between power and authority, Beauvais defines the latter as the encapsulation of a set 
of properties of an individual or institution allowing it “to counsel, influence, or order, from a 
position which all parties accept as being in some way legitimate” (“The Problem of ‘Power’” 
79). Beauvais proceeds to showcase the relation of authority to the notion of time, describing the 
former as an aspect of power one exercises more firmly and decisively as one grows older. The 
authority of the power of experience gained through time is linked to the adult party of the child-
adult power struggle, be it the symbolic adult in the text or the adult author of the book. 
Subsequently, Beauvais introduces in her argumentation the notion of might or potency, which 
the critic links to the possession of a future as opposed to authority which is inextricably linked 
to the past (“The Problem of ‘Power’” 81). Referencing Kimberly Reynolds’s interpretation of 
childhood power as the potential for action deriving from the fact that “children have most of 
their choices before them: they represent potential” (“The Problem of ‘Power’” 81), Beauvais 
assigns might to childhood and establishes the child party in the power struggle with the adult 
side as capable of (re)acting and, therefore, possessing power.  
 
Exploring Might and Authority in Where the Wild Things Are 
 
The distinction between might and authority as diverse expressions of the notion of 
power opens up the space for the examination of the power dynamics in Where the Wild Things 
Are beyond the limitations of an essentially binary critical approach identifying the child as 
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powerless and the adult as the constant holder of power. Beauvais’s critical argument underpins 
the complex and fluid nature of the child-adult relationship and highlights the on-going shifts in 
the exchange and contestation of power in its context. In this theoretical framework, Max’s very 
first image in the picture book is not viewed as the illustration of a weak, helpless child incapable 
of, or oblivious to, the exercise of control in the domestic space. Instead, Max is depicted as an 
angry, wild and mutinous wolf-suited child putting up a tent in his room, banging nails on the 
walls, chasing his own dog around the house while menacingly holding a fork in his clawed fist. 
The vivid visual images complement the text in the book which records in bold letters Max’s 
cannibalistic threats against his mother. 
 
  …his mother called him “WILD THING!”  
  and Max said “I’LL EAT YOU UP!”  
   so he was sent to bed without eating anything. (n.pag.)4 
 
Max voices his feelings against the oppressive parental authority and emphatically declares his 
resistance to the dominance of adult normativity. He may not be the holder of the power of 
authority, like his mother, but he unquestionably seizes the power of might in order to act against 
the constrictions which parental rule imposes on him. In contrast to the omnipresent child hero, 
Max’s mother, despite being the symbolic adult and the sole representative of adult authority in 
the story, she remains completely absent from the pictures in the book. The reader is informed 
that she calls her son a wild thing and punishes him for his disobedience but is deprived of any 
visible proof of her physical presence. The profound difference between the illusiveness of the 
absent mother figure and the centrality of Max’s presence in each and every picture of the book 
                                                                  
4 Maurice Sendak’s picture book Where the Wild Things Are has no page numbers.  
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lies in Sendak’s subtle yet effective way of responding to the “inherent problem of adult power” 
by undermining the stability of the power position of the adult and challenging its status.  
The third double spread depicts Max infuriated with his mother for punishing him.  “That 
very night” of Max’s confinement in his room “a forest grew,” the text narrates, and, indeed, the 
accompanying pictures depict trees, tropical flowers, and wild bushes growing out of every 
corner of the room “until his ceiling hung with vines and the walls became the world all around” 
(n.pag). Although the narration does not make any reference to the simultaneous changes Max’s 
figure undergoes, the visual text manifests the boy’s transformation into a wild being, resembling 
more and more a monster with sharp claws poking out of its paws rather than a small child in 
white overalls. There is a connection between the two processes of transformation, and the 
omission of their interrelation from the verbal text motivates the reader/viewer to pay closer 
attention to the images and trace their connecting thread. Max’s response to the loss of control 
over his own personal space is the deployment of imagination which allows his transportation to 
a world of fantasy dominated by the young hero. The mighty child’s desire to undermine parental 
authority triggers the process of transformation of his surroundings into a place of wilderness 
which will accommodate Max’s subversive wildness. The reversal of the hierarchical 
relationship between reality and imagination signals the inversion of the power balance between 
the adult and the child.  
As the plot unfolds and Max embarks on his journey to the land of the Wild Things, the 
fragility of the child-adult relationship becomes even more apparent. The authority of the adult 
gradually loses its control over the child in a manner analogous to the way Max’s imagination 
steadily expands further and beyond the borders of reality. The illustrations of Max’s private 
boat sailing in the ocean through day and night progressively occupy the larger part of the double 
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spread blurring the boundaries, separating the verbal from the visual text. The child 
reader/viewer of the book cannot help but notice the growing size of the pictures reflecting the 
accentuation, to the point of complete imposition, of the might of the child’s imagination on 
verbal authority.   
On his arrival at the land of the Wild, Max confronts its monstrous inhabitants who 
“roared their terrible roars and gnashed their terrible teeth” and immediately overpowers them 
with his “magic trick of staring into all their yellow eyes without blinking once” (n.pag.), 
probably applying his mother’s “tricks” of keeping her child under control. Oscillating between 
the influence of adult normativity and the urge to impose his own will upon his surroundings, 
Max indulges in wildness by making himself “king of all wild things.”  The double spread 
illustration of Max’s coronation as the king of Wild Things and his ensuing performance as the 
leading figure in the wild rumpus reveals the liberation of the darker aspects of the child’s 
identity. The wordless image operates as a counter-hegemonic discourse empowering the child 
through the uninhibited expression of childhood subjectivity, which words dictated by adult 
authority cannot contain. The cosmological element of the moon featuring in the dark sky above 
Max in the wild rumpus scene emphatically pinpoints the shift in the power balance between the 
child and the adult. Rachel Singer refers to the moon as an archetypal symbol of the feminine, 
which in the context of Where the Wild Things Are, represents the figure of the mother and 
indicates the power of her influence on Max despite her physical absence (24). From the 
perspective of Beauvais’s theory of might and authority, the symbolic representation of the 
mother through the image of the distant, pale moon silently watching the young protagonist 
performing the ritual of his initiation in wildness elucidates the adult’s inability to intervene 
directly in Max’s world, which is inextricably linked to the child’s temporality, and, also, 
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indicates “an awareness of the child’s might” (Beauvais, The Mighty Child 19). As Beauvais 
points out, adults cannot access the child’s temporality; “they can influence it, but not act upon it 
directly; that power is the child’s” (The Mighty Child 19). At this culminating point in Max’s 
course towards self-awareness, the mother’s share of power is diminished while the young hero 
rules over his new subjects, which are reflections of his otherness, the Wild Things. 
The end of the wild rumpus dance signals yet another shift in the child-adult power 
balance. Max, the conqueror of the Wild Land, is depicted sitting on a stool outside his royal 
tent, his head resting on his hand and the look of disappointment written all over his face. The 
picture vividly portrays Max’s feelings of loneliness and disillusionment which the text 
confirms.  
 
  “Now stop!” Max said and sent the wild things off to bed 
  without their supper. And Max the king of wild things was lonely 
  and wanted to be where someone loved him best of all. (n.pag.) 
 
The young hero experiences sentimentσ of nostalgia for his past domestic life, which he 
expresses by mimicking his mother’s authoritative attitude towards him. The moment Max 
attempts to adopt his mother’s practices of exercising control by ordering the Wild Things to go 
to bed without food is the moment when the might of the child temporarily converges with adult 
authority, bringing the past and the future close together and rendering the borders separating 
reality from fantasy blurred and confusing. Max, the mighty child, has gotten a taste of the power 
of authority and, thus, temporarily conformed to the established order which places the young 
hero in a problematic position. Resolution is achieved with Max’s return home―not as an act of 
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surrender to the need for comfort and maternal care but in manifestation of his will to define his 
subjectivity on his own terms.  
 
 
Sailing off to a Subversive, Open-ended Resolution 
 
 Eventually, Max steps into his private boat, and returns “into the night of his very own 
room” (n.pag.). Having taken his wolf hood off, he walks into his room and smiles at the sight of 
the hot meal waiting for him; at this point the audience probably anticipates a satisfactory closure 
to the boy’s adventure. The tantalising question is whether the young protagonist has succumbed 
to the realities of growing up and, thus, accepted the prospect of his inevitable participation, 
sooner or later, in the established adult exercise of authority, or whether he has remained faithful 
to his initial refusal to comply with the conventional notions of order and propriety. 
Nevertheless, Sendak refrains from manipulating or guiding the child reader and renounces the 
power of his author’s authority by providing an open-ended closure to the story rather than a 
clear-cut, fixed ending. According to the text, Max 
 
  …sailed back over a year 
  and in and out of weeks 
  and through a day (n.pag.) 
 
Furthermore, the picture of the full moon in the last picture confirms that a considerable period 
of time has indeed passed, yet the fact that Max’s supper is still incompatible with the lunar cycle 
and the passage of time altogether (Singer 24). Has Max’s journey been a complete figment of 
his imagination? Has his return home signified a return to reality? If the convention of time has 
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been overturned, what is to stop Max from subverting other or all forms of social conventions 
attached to reality as perceived by adult common sense? If didacticism in children’s literature is 
a concealed form of controlling children’s thoughts and ideas, Sendak’s refusal to direct the 
young reader’s mind towards a non-conflicting resolution allows child readers to draw their own 
individual conclusions, thereby exploiting the potential of might, and, thus, assuming an 
empowered position in the child-adult relation. As Clementine Beauvais points out, “[t]he child 
might do something with what the adult writes. And it might be something that the adult does not 
anticipate” (The Mighty Child 3). 
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